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Introduction


In the summer of 2001, the Smithsonian National Museum of American History added Julia Child’s kitchen to its permanent collection, placing her in the company of American icons like Thomas Edison and Muhammad Ali. At the opening reception, guests were served a stunning menu of American food, including seared bison filet with pepper relish and pappadam, a purple Cherokee tomato tartlet with goat cheese and herbs, and a local organic sweet tomato tartlet with basil and ricotta gelato. These were not the kind of classic French dishes that Julia introduced to the American public, I thought to myself. Instead, the meal was a wonderful mosaic of healthy, natural, spicy foods from a vast variety of cultures, the kind of food that Americans have been embracing more and more heartily in recent years.

I think that experience really set the course for this new book, The New American Cooking. I felt compelled to discover how and why the transformation in American food came about, to seek out the people, both known and unknown, who were responsible for the new openness in our tastes. Indeed, that’s the best definition I have of American food today—a new receptivity to exploring the old and the new and melding the two. Until now I have written mostly about Jewish food, a tale of amazing evolution and adaptation both in this country and in Israel. But I have always been interested in the larger picture of how other ethnicities have affected America and the way we eat. With myriad immigrant groups, we are living now in one of the most exciting periods in the history of American food. For those who cook at home, there is an almost endless array of ingredients and spices from which to choose. Those who eat out in ethnic and upscale restaurants have a wide variety of delicious dishes that were unavailable a decade ago. According to the Library of Congress, in the past thirty years there have been more than three thousand American cookbooks published, more than the number published in the previous two centuries combined. The world’s food is now literally at our fingertips.

When I told my children what I had in mind, they said a new American book had to include Cheez Whiz and McDonald’s. No, I insisted. We all know about the growing power of fast-food chains and agribusiness, of people not eating together as a family, of processed microwave meals and the couch-potato syndrome. During a recent visit to the Missouri countryside, I stopped at a mega supermarket in a small town surrounded by farmland. In the midst of strawberry fields and streams overflowing with trout, I found myself in a market where everything was plastic and processed. I often think about the author Barbara Kingsolver’s comment: “Many adults, I’m convinced, believe that food comes from grocery stores.”

But that’s the downside. What I wanted to explore is the positive aspect of American food today. Over the past few years, I have crisscrossed this country, from California to Alaska, from Washington, D.C., to Puerto Rico. I watched a young man handcraft cheese in the Northeast Kingdom of Vermont. At dawn I accompanied chef Alan Wong and his students to the Honolulu fish auction. I gathered wild rice with Ojibwe Indians in northern Minnesota, I ate a Japanese-inspired omelet with a musician in the heart of the Ozarks, and I ate Sunday dinner with a family of Cambodian farmers in Lowell, Massachusetts. I have explored home kitchens, farms, processing plants, and restaurants, seeking out people who have helped to make American food what it is today. It is these people, with their stories and their recipes, who fill the pages of this book.

The year 1965, when I graduated from the University of Michigan, was a time of momentous change both for me personally and for the country. After my junior year studying abroad in Paris, where my taste buds were opened, I was ready for Julia Child’s Mastering the Art of French Cooking and Craig Claiborne’s New York Times Cookbook, both of which had been published in 1961. Other graduates of that same period would take cooking to the next level—chefs like California’s Alice Waters, who used local organic crops, artisanal cheeses, free-range chicken, and grass-fed beef in her Berkeley haunt, Chez Panisse.

When in college, none of us would have guessed that the March on Washington or the antiwar movement would affect the way we eat. But they did. The Voting Rights Act of 1965, which gave African Americans the right to vote, also enhanced the dignity of black culture and cuisine in the eyes of white Americans. Meanwhile, the antiwar movement influenced a new generation of eaters, who began to demand what the sociologist Warren Belasco has called “counter cuisine”—an attempt to return to a natural, more simple way of life. In those years, health food consciousness was growing among fringe groups, who started eating new and “weird” foods in their vegetarian diet such as soy milk, brown rice, and yogurt. All these, and many others like them, are considered staples today.

Until 1965, immigrants to the United States came mainly from European countries like France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Poland, and the Soviet Union. But the Johnson administration, widening its response to the civil rights movement and the Vietnam War, passed the 1965 Immigration Act, eliminating the rigid immigration quota system of the 1952 McCarran-Walter Act. As a result, there was a large influx of new immigrants, many of them from Latin America and others from countries like Vietnam, Thailand, Afghanistan, and Lebanon—countries not even mentioned in the 1970 census. All brought with them new foods and new flavors. As The New Yorker writer Calvin Trillin aptly put it, “I have to say that some serious eaters think of the Immigration Act of 1965 as their very own Emancipation Proclamation.”

In the Iron District of Newark, New Jersey, once primarily home to Portuguese immigrants, the demographics are changing—when I visited the seventy-five-year-old Popular Fish Market there, lines of Portuguese and now also Spanish and Brazilian immigrants had their pick of eel, clams, corvine, frozen sardines, lobsters, and baccalhau (dried cod). In New York City, a subway ride takes you to a Chinatown that now includes a varied Asian population with their different foodways. Pedestrians in Manhattan nosh on vegetarian soul food, Chinese-Mexican food, and Vietnamese or Puerto Rican bagels. Cross the Hudson River, and you enter a Japanese neighborhood with a mega supermarket devoted to Japanese food. Cross the East River, and just whiff the pungent Indian spices as you emerge from the subway in Jackson Heights.

On the West Coast, students at the University of California at San Diego choose among Peking duck, barbecue pork, and Mexican wraps; nearby, La Jolla Mexican workers eat Chinese food while making Japanese furniture. And throughout the country, new American farmers—Hmong, West African, and Brazilian, to name a few—are harvesting their native crops and selling them at farmers’ markets.

While new immigrants were leaving India, Thailand, Afghanistan, and Lebanon, the Peace Corps and other international programs gave young Americans a chance to experience the cultures of faraway lands. In 1965 Pan Am launched their “fly now, pay later” program, encouraging Americans to travel abroad using their new credit cards and giving them a chance to experience foods they had never tasted before.

In 1976, the American Culinary Federation changed the category “Chef” in the U.S. Department of Labor’s Dictionary of Occupational Titles from “domestic” to “professional.” This new status represented years of lobbying by the late chef Louis Szathmery of the Bakery in Chicago and others, who felt that chefs were not getting their due.

Although the late Julia Child was not herself a “professional” chef, she was the first to demystify cooking for most Americans, through her cookbooks and television shows. In the early 1980s, as I toured the country while working on my American Folklife Cookbook, I visited firemen in Chicago who wouldn’t have missed Julia’s show for anything (except maybe a fire). Today, my children and their friends watch the Food Network as entertainment instead of MTV. The Food Network, public television, and satellite stations instruct us in Chinese, Indian, African, and regional Italian cooking. Now people everywhere in the United States can easily explore new cooking cultures and techniques.

Many of the cuisines we’ve embraced, especially Asian, have also given us a taste for healthier cooking. “Health food” is not something new in America; it goes back to the Shakers and Sylvester Graham in the nineteenth century. But then the emphasis was on what was bad for us, using extreme diets to cure us of our ills rather than stressing what was good for us—and what tasted good, too. Today we can look to such delicious dishes as fish with shiitake mushrooms, ginger, and cilantro, tofu-portobello burgers, and pomegranate chicken for tasty and healthful eating.

Although health food stores sprang up around the country in the 1960s, they did not have access to the abundance of carefully grown fresh organic produce that we have today. Much of the credit for bringing health food to the masses goes to John Mackey, who had the canniness and spunk to capitalize on what he saw as a growing trend. In 1974, the twenty-five-year-old hippie and six-time college dropout opened Safer Way, then one of twenty-five health food stores in Austin, Texas. While most of the other twenty-four stores are now defunct, Safer Way has grown into Whole Foods, the largest chain of natural foods supermarkets with an organic slant in the country, with 165 stores coast to coast and growing. Whole Foods has also spurred other supermarkets to stock their shelves with a growing number of organic products.

Meanwhile, talented cooks like Deborah Madison were helping to propel vegetarian food into restaurants and homes with dishes and recipes that people actually wanted to eat. In the 1970s Deborah lived in the San Francisco Zen Center, where she cooked brown rice and plain miso. “When I went to Chez Panisse and tasted real food,” she told me, “I thought I had died and gone to heaven.” Madison cooked there for a while, and then in 1979 was the chef at Greens, in San Francisco, when it opened, catapulting vegetarian cooking into the mainstream of good American food.

Today, organizations like Slow Food USA and the Southern Foodways Alliance, which promote artisanal and traditional foodways and sustainable agriculture, are growing in reaction to the fast-food culture. Happily, these movements are spreading around the world. With them, organizations like American Livestock Breeds Conservancy and Seed Savers Exchange work to ensure that American native animal breeds and plants will continue to thrive in twenty-first-century kitchens.

As more and more mothers joined the workforce in the 1960s and 1970s, more families resorted to eating out or relying on prepared, packaged, and takeout foods. But there has also been a welcome increase in the number of dads in the kitchen. Michael and Ariane Batterberry, now the editors of Food Arts magazine, noticed this early on. When they did a pilot for a new magazine they were launching called Food & Wine in the 1970s, they found that their readership was 49 percent male, and the average age of these men was twenty-seven or twenty-eight. “We noticed a new generation of American men expressing interest and even a love of food and wine,” said Michael. It turns out they were right.

When both parents work, children are often left with caregivers, some of whom may now come from Latin America, Africa, and Asia. They prepare the majority of homemade foods, giving home cooking an ethnic twist. When my children were little, I depended on a number of women who cooked Haitian, Gambian, and Salvadorean dishes, and soon my children preferred this food to peanut butter and jelly or fast foods. Occasionally, they would cook their food for me and my friends, which is how I learned how to make Marcel Auguste’s Haitian vegetable stew and Maria Gudiel’s yuca fritters. I know other families whose children have come to relish spicy chicken yasa from Gambia, squash from Mauritius, and pancit, a Chinese noodle dish made for special occasions in the Philippines. I like to think that all these caregivers are creating a generation of more sophisticated palates.

Americans have always loved kitchen gadgets—apple corers, sifters, eggbeaters. The electric blender was a great boon for puréeing, and the food processor has really revolutionized home cooking as a time-saving device, enabling us to chop pounds of onions, knead dough, crumble stale bread, and reduce veggies to a fine purée, all at the push of a button. And we are constantly coming up with new devices, discovering that a carpenter’s rasp makes the best cheese grater ever and that lining a baking sheet with a silicone mat eliminates endless pan scrubbing. And these gadgets are not just for the professionals. Just look at any home kitchen catalog. What will be next?

There is also concern today about where our food comes from, and it is often chefs who have led the way. There is no better example than the late Jean-Louis Palladin, a French chef who came to the United States and sought out growers of good native products so he could use in his cooking the kind of local produce he’d grown up on in France. Rooted in the classic French tradition, he was not bound by it, but instead felt liberated by our many ethnic strands. Having grown up with the sense of terroir, in the unique character and flavor imparted by local geography that Americans are only now discovering, he found grass-fed lamb raised on a farm in Pennsylvania, lobsters from Maine, local corn, and corn muffins made by black cooks at a church supper in Washington. He incorporated these American foods into his own unique style of cooking. And he set an example for others.
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Jean-Louis Palladin was one of the first chefs in America to champion fresh, locally grown products. Now the Jean-Louis Palladin Foundation is promoting the close connection between farmers and chefs.

Today, were he alive, I’m sure he would be inspired by the number of good cheeses being handmade all over America—gouda, soft cheeses, blue cheeses, goat cheeses, and new varieties such as Jasper Hill Farm Aspenhurst. Many of these artisanal cheeses are made on the same farms where the animals are milked, and that contributes to their unique flavor.

It is not hard now to find grass-fed beef and free-range chicken. And we are starting to ask the questions that Jean-Louis would have asked: Where and how were these animals raised? What did they eat? What does “natural” mean? As David Scribner, a Washington chef, told me, “Industrial agriculture robs food of its life. Conscientious chefs today feel that they are rescuing the soul of food.”

Americans no longer have to go to Italy for estate-bottled extra-virgin olive oil, because boutique olive oil is being pressed in California. John Scharffenberger is making high-quality American chocolate in Berkeley. Exotic fruits, like pomegranates and mangoes, are now grown in California and Florida, and all over the country varietal apples are being reintroduced and sold at local farmers’ markets, grocery stores, and even university cafeterias.

As chefs try out ingredients like baby artichokes and portobello mushrooms, their customers want to cook with them as well. Today, Ocean Mist Artichokes and Phillips Mushrooms, in response to requests from home cooks, have brought these vegetables to the general public.

For my family, I make pasta with pesto and string beans one day, Moroccan chicken with olives and lemons the next, Tex-Mex fajitas on another, and Asian stir-fry with rice after that. My family’s ethnic dishes may have less bite than they would in the Mexican or Thai communities, but our meals are still a far cry from those of my childhood, when each day of the week was assigned a particular dish—meat loaf, lamb chops, fish, roast chicken, spaghetti and meatballs, roast beef, and tuna casserole, with traditional family foods brought out on the Sabbath or on holidays.

Because I live in Washington, D.C., and summer in New England, I have naturally drawn more on these areas. Still, in interviewing people in forty-six of the fifty states, I’ve realized that what I discovered close to home pretty much represents what is happening across the country. I now look at food in a new light. I hope this book will open up new vistas for you as well. In many cases I have had to reconstruct recipes in my own kitchen for home cooks who might not be able to find a particular spice that was called for in the original recipe, or who might want to simplify by using fewer pots and pans. I’ve learned to be more flexible, more open to different ideas, and I hope that you will be, too.

Not long ago, at a particularly delicious luncheon at a friend’s house, the hostess described the spread as an “American menu”: heirloom tomatoes and mozzarella salad with a ribbon of fresh pesto; chicken satay with peanut sauce; Greek salad with feta cheese; and Asian sesame noodles. Since America has no deep culinary traditions of its own, this meal showed how we are not bound by convention. The New American Cooking is the story of our energy, ingenuity, innovation, and, above all, creativity. I pray the future holds many more satays and fresh heirloom tomatoes.
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Clockwise from top right: A bilingual breakfast in Tucson; Huevos rancheros; Marion Spear picks arugula in the Ozarks; A tropical breakfast bar in Miami; Pam McKinstrey with her famous Morning Glory Muffins;Washington Youth Garden at the U.S. National Arboretum
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Breakfast, once the most ordinary of meals, has become big business. When I was growing up, weekday breakfast meant oatmeal, farina, and, sometimes, Wheatena. The dominant cold cereals were Cheerios, cornflakes, and Rice Krispies. Eggs, which occasionally stood in for cereal, were poached, sunny-side up, or scrambled (whoever heard of omelets in those days?), and lay on the plate beside bacon or sausage, toast or English muffin. New Yorkers were the only ones who had even heard of lox and bagels. The only really exotic breakfast item was eggs Benedict. Of course, in the South they loved their grits, and in Philadelphia, their scrapple.

But after thirty years of food and diet fads, new ethnic tastes, and the variety of choices supermarkets now offer for breakfasts on the run, breakfast is a new and exciting experience. Manufacturers have developed more than fifty kinds of cold cereal alone in the last ten years; instant oatmeal, breakfast bars, kashi, frozen waffles, instant cocoa with marsh-mallows, and breakfast smoothies packed with a whole day’s supply of vitamins and minerals are all readily available. Wander today through the breakfast section of a supermarket and you’ll find biscuits, croissants, sticky buns in a tube (just open, pull apart, bake, and serve) exactly like homemade (well, not quite, but close enough for many shoppers).

In his book The Great Good Place, Ray Oldenburg laments the fact that there are too few places in America to visit with friends or find some inner quiet. With cold, impersonal malls and copycat restaurants moving people in and out as quickly as possible, until recently it was hard to find somewhere that welcomed you to just sit awhile.

But in many cities, a countermovement is trying to slow the pace of breakfast. Starbucks, reproducing at a rabbit’s pace, independent coffee shops, and even teahouses are popping up all over, offering a place to sip coffee or tea peacefully, to write, to meet friends.

In New York City, Maury Rubin thinks of his City Bakery as rekindling the neighborhood meeting place. “When I came back from Paris in 1987, I was obsessed with creating a place where people could have yogurt, oatmeal, granola, great baked goods, and, of course, good coffee,” he said over coffee in his bakery. “It was the very last days of neighborhood bakeries here, like Greenberg and Dumas. The old guard was dying out, and no one thought of replacing them with new blood.”

Hotels and restaurants have also discovered the charm and profit of breakfast as a full-fledged meal. “The power breakfast at the Regency Hotel [in New York City] is a sober hour for tycoons to start dealing over coffee and granola,” Michael Batterberry, editor of Food Arts magazine, told me. San Francisco also has its power breakfast. In 1983, when chef Bradley Ogden opened Campton Place, he put such dishes on his breakfast menu as blue cornmeal pancakes and sour cherry muffins, as well as old-fashioned oatmeal and cocoa. At Zov’s Bistro, an Armenian-inspired restaurant in Orange County, open for three meals a day, I tasted delicious scrambled eggs with fresh feta cheese, tomatoes, and basil, served with Armenian sausage in a tortilla.

In some families, breakfast is the one meal of the day when the entire family can eat together. “We have breakfast together because we don’t have time to eat dinner together,” said Helen Pearson of Chevy Chase, Maryland, a mother of two. “It’s easy to get up a half hour earlier. What we eat is not as essential as that we have time to talk.” Like many mothers, Helen is busy and often buys ready-made sausage patties and biscuits in a tube. She fries the sausage, scrambles the eggs, and makes sandwiches of them, which she serves with cut-up fruit. She also prepares grits and cheese with bacon or sausage.

Then there’s brunch, that wonderful meal peculiar to America that gives us time to slow down on nonwork days and savor our food. Although this late-morning meal combining breakfast and lunch has been around for years, it has now taken the place of the more formal Sunday lunch. At hotels, brunch can include anything, from omelets to a whole roast pig that I saw at one such meal. Brunch can also be quite simple, with a few items like huevos rancheros, French toast casserole, and fresh fruit salad. Eggs are served in a variety of ways: Japanese-style, filled with healthful greens, or Chinese egg foo yung, among many others.

No one seems to eat ordinary pancakes anymore; now it’s Ogden’s blue cornmeal pancakes and ricotta pancakes with lemon and poppy seeds. Supermarkets and bakeries sell sourdough baguettes as well as oversize, multiflavored muffins, bagels, scones, and croissants. These days scones are flavored with cardamom and ginger, bagels are covered with all kinds of seeds, and quick breads include banana with macadamia nuts. Tropical smoothies are all the rage, as well as Asian dim sum, South American burritos filled with eggs and beans, Vietnamese hearty meat soups, and breakfast buns of all persuasions, expanding our global menu to farther and farther reaches.

The recipes here reflect my discoveries across the country in the last few years. If you are planning a brunch, look in the Bread, Salads, and Vegetables chapters for more ideas.



Granola from Emandal Farm

[image: ]

Washington Youth Garden children at the National Arboretum


Granola is one of those breakfast items that we take for granted these days. Although it’s been around since Sylvester Graham’s health movement in the nineteenth century, crunchy granola became very popular in the 1970s when a freelance baker named Layton Gentry—called by many Johnny Granola-Seed—experimented with recipes to develop what is known today as crunchy granola and sold it to supermarkets across America. At a time when healthy breakfast cereals like Swiss muesli were coming into vogue, granola was often served with the new accompaniment called yogurt instead of milk.

Jenny Guillaume, program coordinator of the Washington Youth Garden at the U.S. National Arboretum, uses granola to teach inner-city children what to do with the pumpkin and sunflower seeds they harvest from their arboretum garden. Jenny learned to make this formula at Emandal, a farm at a children’s camp in California, where she prepared it for breakfast with farm-fresh yogurt. Your hands may get sticky mixing it, but that’s part of the fun.



YIELD: ABOUT 14 CUPS


7 cups rolled oats

1 cup shredded, dried unsweetened coconut

1 cup unsalted sunflower seeds, hulled

1 cup pumpkin seeds

1 cup chopped walnuts

1 cup very coarsely chopped almonds

1 cup honey

½–1 cup vegetable oil

1 cup raisins or other dried fruit (optional)




1. Preheat the oven to 350 degrees.

2. Toss the oats, coconut, sunflower seeds, pumpkin seeds, walnuts, and almonds in a large bowl, with your hands. Drizzle on the honey and ½ cup of the vegetable oil, blending them with the seeds and nuts. Add more vegetable oil if needed. Spread the granola out in 2 jelly-roll pans.

3. Bake in the oven for about 20–30 minutes, until golden brown, stirring the granola with a spatula every 10 minutes and reversing the pans halfway through the baking time. Remove from the oven, stir in the raisins, if desired, and let cool. Store in an airtight container.
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Cooking class at the National Arboretum

Breakfast Fruit Salad with Ginger and Mint


I especially like this breakfast salad inspired by one that I ate at Prune, a tiny, homey restaurant on New York’s Lower East Side. The fruits you use can change with the season. If you don’t want to bother with ginger syrup, just sprinkle crystallized ginger over the fruit.



YIELD: ABOUT 8 SERVINGS


GINGER SYRUP

1 cup water

½ cup sugar

One 2-inch piece fresh gingerroot, peeled



FRUIT SALAD

1 apple, diced

1 pint blueberries

1 cup diced honeydew melon

1 cup diced cantaloupe

1 cup red or green grapes

2 tablespoons chopped fresh mint




1. To make the syrup, put the water, sugar, and gingerroot in a saucepan. Bring to a boil and simmer uncovered to reduce the liquid by half, for about 20 minutes. Set aside.

2. To make the fruit salad, toss the apple, blueberries, honeydew, cantaloupe, and grapes together in a large bowl. Add a few tablespoons of the ginger syrup and sprinkle the mint on top.



Pomegranate, Mango, and Papaya Fruit Salad with Lime


The only challenge with tropical fruits like pomegranates and mangoes is learning how to cut them, a skill that I have described below. If a pomegranate is supposed to be a symbol of fruitfulness and a papaya is good for whatever ails your stomach, what happens in this salad? Taste it and see!



YIELD: 6 SERVINGS


1 pomegranate*

1 papaya

2 mangoes (for instructions on how to cut)

Juice of 2 limes

2 tablespoons honey, or to taste

12 mint leaves (optional)

* Pomegranates can be stored whole in the refrigerator for up to a year. You may also substitute dried cranberries or cherries for the fresh pomegranate arils.




1. To peel the pomegranate without staining yourself with juice, gently score the outer skin in quarters. Then place the entire pomegranate in a large bowl filled with water. With your hands under the water, gently pull off the skin and remove the arils (the seeds, with their fleshy covering), which will fall to the bottom. Drain off the water and discard everything but the arils. Dab them dry and leave on paper towels until ready to serve. You can also cut the pomegranate in two, then holding one half in your hand with seeds down over a bowl, whack the outer shell with a mixing spoon, letting the seeds fall through your hands and into the bowl. Keep whacking the shell until all the seeds are out; remove any pith that falls into the bowl. Repeat with the other half of the pomegranate.

2. Cut the papaya in half, scoop out the seeds, and reserve them if you like. Score the papaya in long strips, then score the strips in half. Gently remove the pieces with a spoon and combine them with the cut-up mango.

3. Sprinkle the fruit with the lime juice and honey, then dot with ½ cup of the pomegranate seeds. (If you have more, eat them as a snack.) Garnish with mint leaves, if using.




POMEGRANATE PUNCH

If you’d rather drink pomegranate juice straight from the source, try this method taught to me by a Persian immigrant: Roll the fruit along a countertop until all the crunchy sounds stop. Then pierce it with a skewer, insert a straw, and drink.




POMEGRANATES

Long known as a symbol of fruitfulness, the pomegranate was a favorite of the prophet Muhammad. In the last fifteen years new immigrants from the Middle East, especially from Iran, have increased our awareness of this bulbous red fruit. Once an occasional find in ethnic markets, pomegranates are now available in most supermarkets from October to the beginning of January.

Much of that is thanks to Lynda and Stewart Resnick, owners of the successful POM Wonderful label. In the late 1980s they acquired some land in southern California’s San Joaquin Valley with a few pomegranate trees on it. As they learned more about the mythology and the health benefits of the plump red fruit, their interest grew. Today the Resnicks are America’s largest growers of pomegranates. Lynda, who eats a bowl of pomegranate arils (the fleshy, tasty covering of the seed) every day for breakfast, told me, “We’re doing God’s work. And we’re helping people clean out their arteries.”




PEELING AND CUTTING MANGOES

A mango is a pain in the neck to peel because of its large, oddly shaped pit and slippery texture. Since the mango and its pit have a naturally flattened shape, you have to follow the natural contours of the fruit when cutting. Hold the mango flat, with the stem side in the palm of your hand. Using a sharp knife, slice from the stem end down over the pit. Open the mango up, score one half carefully crosswise into 6 or 7 thin strips, and pull the peel back, releasing the strips so they fall into a bowl. You might need your knife to help scrape the flesh from the pit. Repeat with the second half.



Mango Lassi from the Mango Man
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Richard Campbell, whose job is to oversee about 250 varieties of mangoes from around the world at Fairchild Gardens in Coral Gables, Florida, doesn’t just eat mangoes. He inhales their aroma and savors their flesh with almost every meal. Mango salads, mango juice, and mango lassi start his day. Dried mangoes are his snack, glacéed mango his candy, green mangoes his salad. He uses mango chutney on flatbread for lunch, squeezes a mango and lemon to marinate meat, and feeds his bread starter with mango juice. Mangoes perfume his house, and one of his children hugged a tiny mango as a security blanket.

One of the most beloved smoothies in America today is the Indian mango lassi, a mango drink with yogurt. Although fresh mango and homemade yogurt are used in India, most Indian restaurants here use canned sweetened mango imported from India.



YIELD: 2 SERVINGS


2 large ripe mangoes

1 cup plain lowfat yogurt

½ cup water

6 ice cubes

1 tablespoon sugar, or to taste

Dash of salt




1. Peel the mangoes, following these instructions.

2. Put the mango pieces, yogurt, water, ice cubes, sugar, and salt in a blender. Process until smooth. Pour into 2 glasses and serve.




MANGO MINUTIAE

Although most mangoes eaten in the United States today are grown in Central and South America, Campbell told me, the varieties we get were originally selected from South Florida stock brought there from all over the world. Some of his favorites are Ataulfo, also called honey mango or champagne mango, a small, yellow Mexican variety; Keitt (pronounced “Kit”), a large yellow or green mango with fiberless flesh; Kent, a medium-size round variety; and Tommy Atkins, the most common American mango, firm and finely fibrous.




THE ULTIMATE CUBAN JUICE BAR
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Whenever Miami Cubans feel nostalgic, they visit El Palacio de los Jugos, a small carryout store in northwest Miami. The store, owned by Cuban immigrants, opened twenty-six years ago, at a time when many Cuban refugees arrived in Miami. From seven a.m. to nine p.m. every day the juice bar serves at least twenty different kinds of juices, including a drink made with tamarind and cane sugar.

Once when I was visiting the bar, a woman who was waiting in line had driven four hours from Smyrna Beach just to drink guarapo, sugar cane juice, and to taste the store’s Haitian mangoes, which are sweeter and yellower than other varieties. Born in Nicaragua, she learned about the store on Despierta América, the Spanish version of Good Morning America. Outside, with a drink in hand, she joined a couple who were sitting at a table nestled under the palm trees, sipping coconut milk and inhaling the pungent smell of a Haitian mango.
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California Date Shake


For years I wanted to taste a date shake. I knew I would have to go to California’s Coachella Valley, located in the southern desert near Palm Springs, to try the genuine article. Accompanied by my cousin Bill Bloch, who has been coming to the desert since 1946, we found Shields Date Gardens, a nondescript white wooden building flanked by date palms on Highway 111 in Indio. Bill said that in the early days, all you could see for miles around was date palms.

Not indigenous to the California desert, dates were first introduced to the New World by Spanish missionaries in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Although most of the world’s dates still come from the Middle East, California produces 99 percent of the U.S. crop, the majority being two varieties: medjool, meaning “unknown” in Arabic and called by many the Cadillac of dates; and deglet noor, meaning “finger of light.”

According to Juanita Barbo Ottoman, now in her eighties, who has been making date shakes for the past sixty-plus years, the drink originated during World War II. In those days there was no air-conditioning in the desert, and little ice cream was available during the war. Since it was hot, people wanted cold drinks. So someone came up with the idea of combining frozen milk, a little vanilla, and some dates for thickening and flavor.

Having tasted date shakes throughout Palm Desert, and then playing around with the recipe at home, I prefer this version, made, ideally, with fresh dates.



YIELD: 1 SHAKE


10 dates, pitted

¾ cup vanilla frozen yogurt or ice cream

1 cup lowfat milk

6 ice cubes



Cut the dates into small pieces. Put them in a blender with the frozen yogurt, milk, and ice cubes and blend until smooth. Pour into a tall glass and serve.

Breakfast in the Foothills of the Ozarks


When I started working on this book, I wanted to visit a part of the country where, I thought, maybe nothing had changed in the past thirty years. I suspected I would find that in Fox, Arkansas, but Marion Spear, who prepared breakfast for me in her hideaway home there, proved me wrong.

An herbalist, Marion teaches herbal cooking at the Ozark Folk Center in nearby Mountain View, the old-time country music capital of the world. To get to her house, at the bottom edge of the Ozark plateau, she drove me down the rockiest dirt road I had ever been on.


If there is anything you need, we’ll show you how to do without it.

—AN OZARK SAYING.



Her cookbook collection alone should have given me a hint about her: Diana Kennedy, André Simon, and James Beard. “I like James Beard because he gives you a basic recipe and lots of cooking possibilities, then he turns you loose, he sets you free,” said Marion.

An experienced home brewer, Marion has papered her kitchen with colorful labels from the sides of six-packs. Jars of pickled eggs, hot pepper jelly, and wild plum shrub line the walls. Iron skillets decorate another wall in front of a Home Comfort Range made in 1881, which Marion told me cost $37 new. Always up for an adventure, she often packs her stove on a truck for demonstrations of cornmeal doughnuts for the Ozarks Foothills Handicrafts Guild.

As we talked, she prepared the greens for our breakfast omelet from her latest inspiration, Japanese cooking. She ran out to the garden and cut some arugula, mustard greens, and cilantro that were growing near the bok choy and other Asian greens, all good winter vegetables. “I’m a top-of-the-stove, scratch cook,” she said apologetically. She turned on an electric skillet and poured the eggs in. Then she piled the greens on top and steamed them in the eggs. She served the omelet with a grilled bagel and her pepper jelly—it was a breakfast I will never forget.
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Marion (far right) and the other members of the trio she sings with

Omelet with Mixed Greens and Cilantro


This delectable omelet tastes best with absolutely fresh herbs and vegetables steamed in a thin layer of egg in a minimal amount of oil. You can substitute spinach, dill, basil, or parsley for the herbs, and bitter greens and tomatoes for the mushrooms. Serve the omelet alone for brunch or for lunch with, if you want, fresh homemade salsa and bread. Although Marion uses a rectangular nonstick electric frying pan, I make it in a ten-inch nonstick frying pan.



YIELD: 2–3 SERVINGS


5 large eggs

1 tablespoon unsalted butter

2 ounces grated cheddar cheese

1 handful (about ½ cup, or 1½ ounces) chopped mustard greens

1 handful (about ½ cup, or 1½ ounces) chopped arugula

½ cup chopped fresh cilantro

3 scallions, minced

3 shiitake mushrooms, diced

Salt and freshly ground pepper to taste




1. Break the eggs into a medium bowl and mix well.

2. Heat the butter in a 10-inch nonstick frying pan and swirl it around to coat the bottom. Carefully pour the eggs into the pan and turn the heat to medium-high. Sprinkle the cheese on one half of the omelet

2. inches from the edge.

3. When the eggs are cooked on the bottom and around the edge but still a bit liquid in the middle, arrange the mustard greens, arugula, cilantro, scallions, and shiitake mushrooms on top of the cheese. Gently fold one half of the egg mass on top of the other half. Remove from the heat and let steam for 3–5 minutes, until the greens are wilted. Then return to the heat for 1–2 minutes to make sure the omelet is warmed through.

4. Season with salt and pepper and serve immediately. You can accompany the omelet with salsa.
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Toni’s Caramelized Onions with Apples


When we were preparing breakfast one misty morning at our home on Martha’s Vineyard, my good friend Antonia Allegra started sautéing tangy apples with onions and grapes—an unusual combination. It was surprisingly delicious and is now one more guest breakfast staple in our family. Toni likes to pair it with sausages or eggs and waffles for brunch or crunchy fried chicken when she’s cooking at home in St. Helena, California.



YIELD: 6 SERVINGS


¼ cup (½ stick) butter

3 tablespoons canola or vegetable oil

1 large yellow onion, thinly sliced in rings

6 Granny Smith or other tart apples (about 3 pounds) unpeeled, cored and cut into 16 slices

1 cup red seedless grapes




1. Heat the butter and oil in a large frying pan.

2. Sauté the onion rings slowly over medium-low heat until they become limp.

3. Add the apple slices, stirring as you incorporate them with the onions, and cook for about 15 minutes.

4. When the apples have softened, toss in the grapes, stirring for a few minutes until everything is warmed through. Turn onto a serving platter and serve.




TO SALT OR NOT TO SALT


And every meal-offering of thine shalt thou season with salt; neither shalt thou suffer the salt of the covenant of thy God to be lacking from thy meal-offering; with all thine offerings, thou shalt offer salt.

LEVITICUS 2:13



At a dinner at the French Laundry in northern California, I was served a tray of seven different kinds of salt to sample. Today, we have so many kinds of salt—coarse kosher, sea salt, gray salt, lowly table salt—that sometimes we don’t know where to turn. Here’s how I choose my salt: For brining chickens and other meats, I use coarse-grained kosher (really, though, all salt is kosher). I prefer to use fine-grained table salt for baking because it sifts easily with flour and dissolves quickly. Prized—and expensive!—coarse sea salt, mined from seas around the world, is reserved in my kitchen for sprinkling on top of salads and already-cooked food; you can really taste the briny salt, and the large crystals add a nice crunch. I keep it in a little bowl to use whenever I need it.



Green Mountain Egg Foo Yung


If the Chinese ever created an American dish in this country, it’s egg foo yung. Steve Bogart of A Single Pebble Restaurant in Burlington, Vermont, makes this egg dish with vegetables in the classic way for staff meals and for his family for brunch. When I make it, I sometimes substitute eggplant or corn for the meat, or whatever I might have in the refrigerator.



YIELD: 4–6 SERVINGS


SAUCE

1 teaspoon vegetable oil

2 1 teaspoon finely minced ginger

2 tablespoons finely minced green pepper

2 tablespoons finely minced peeled carrot

2 tablespoons finely minced onion

2 tablespoons finely minced scallion

3 tablespoons soy sauce

1 teaspoon sugar

¾ cup chicken stock

½ teaspoon Maggi (liquid MSG with flavor) (optional)

1 tablespoon cornstarch

2 tablespoons water

½ teaspoon Asian sesame oil



7 large eggs

1 cup diced barbecued pork, fresh baby shrimp, cooked chicken, sausage, tofu, or vegetable of your choice

2 minced scallions (about ½ cup)

1 cup bean sprouts

½ cup water chestnuts, sliced in thin rounds

1 tablespoon vegetable oil




1. To make the sauce, put the vegetable oil in a wok or saucepan. Sauté the ginger in the oil over medium heat to release its flavor. Add the pepper, carrot, onion, and scallion and stir-fry a minute. Stir in the soy sauce, sugar, chicken stock, and Maggi (if using) and bring to a boil. Mix the cornstarch and water in a small bowl and stir into the liquid. Lower the heat and continue stirring until the sauce thickens, coating the back of a spoon. Turn off the heat, add a squirt of sesame oil, and keep warm.

2. To make the omelet, beat the eggs, meat, shrimp, or tofu, scallions, bean sprouts, and water chestnuts with a whisk in a medium bowl.

3. Heat the vegetable oil over medium heat in a 10-inch nonstick frying pan. Add all of the egg mixture and cook about 2 minutes on each side or until crisp and cooked through. Serve immediately or keep warm in the oven set to a very low temperature. Just before serving, pour the sauce over the eggs.
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Baked French Toast with Caramelized Fresh Fruit


When making French toast with egg-rich breads like challah and brioche, you can slice the bread as thick as you want. I learned from my daughter Merissa to scatter apples and bananas on top of the butter and brown sugar. This make-ahead dish is wonderful for a brunch. You can substitute strawberries or apples for the banana if you prefer. Serve with bacon or just lots of fresh fruit.



YIELD: 8–10 SERVINGS


½ cup (1 stick) unsalted butter

¾ cup dark brown sugar

2 tablespoons maple or corn syrup

4 bananas

Six 1½-inch-thick even-size slices of bread, like challah or brioche

1½ cups half-and-half

6 large eggs

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

Confectioners’ sugar for garnish




1. Melt the butter, brown sugar, and maple or corn syrup in a saucepan, stirring to break up the brown sugar. Bring to a boil and continue to cook for 2 minutes without stirring. Then coat the bottom of a 9-by-13-inch pan with this syrup and cool.

2. Cut the bananas in half-inch-thick circles. (To use apples, peel and core them, then slice in rings; cut strawberries lengthwise.) Scatter the fruit over the syrup in the pan.

3. Trim the crust from the bread if you wish to make the slices uniform (I don’t usually bother) and arrange the bread over the fruit.

4. Blend together the half-and-half, eggs, and vanilla in a large mixing bowl and carefully pour the mixture over the bread in the pan, making sure that all the bread is well soaked. You might have to use a spatula to pat the bread down or spoon some of the egg mixture over the pieces. Refrigerate overnight.

5. When ready to bake, preheat the oven to 350 degrees and remove the casserole from the refrigerator. Bake for 30–40 minutes or until golden brown on top. Let cool 10 minutes before serving. Run a knife around the inside of the pan. Invert a platter on top and carefully flip the pan over onto it. There will be a lovely fruit pattern on top. Sprinkle with confectioners’ sugar, cut into portions, and serve immediately.
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Santa Fe Huevos Rancheros


Perhaps it’s the altitude or the air, but no place seems more of a breakfast town than Santa Fe. As Katharine Kagel, owner of the popular Cafe Pasqual’s, says, “Everything comes together in Santa Fe. Native Americans, Hispanics, and Anglos have been mingling in the city for centuries and make it unique and lively.” Because Santa Fe is a mountainous and remote city inhabited for centuries, the food is neither Tex-Mex nor border Texan food. “The food is New Mexican,” insists Katharine, as she rattles off the list of red and green chili sauces, posole, tortillas, tamales, and pinto beans that are served in the New Mexican manner at her trendy yet homey restaurant. She also considers her food to be equatorial cuisine, with shared ingredients of the southern latitudes. “We use coconuts, chilies, garlic, and cilantro from all across the equator.”

Huevos rancheros, a hearty breakfast dish served here and in Mexico and other parts of Central and Latin America, is made of tortillas, eggs, beans, and chili sauce. This dish is at its best in restaurants like Cafe Pasqual’s. Huevos rancheros, like breakfast burritos, originated as a peasant food.

While in Santa Fe, I tasted many versions of huevos rancheros in search of one I could serve for brunch in my own home. Most restaurant versions make eggs to order, but I wanted a dish that could be made in advance so all I have to do is stick it under the broiler when the guests arrive. Here it is.



YIELD: 6–8 SERVINGS


1 cup black beans or pinto beans, cooked and drained, or 2 cups canned

1 cup red chili sauce

6 blue or yellow corn tortillas

2 tablespoons vegetable oil

¼ cup (½ stick) butter

10 large eggs

¼ cup milk

Salt and freshly ground pepper to taste

1 cup grated Monterey Jack cheese

1 cup salsa

½ cup sour cream

½ cup chopped cilantro




1. Preheat the broiler and grease a 9-by-13-inch casserole.

2. Heat both the beans and the chili sauce separately, either in a saucepan or in the microwave.

3. Brush each tortilla on both sides with the vegetable oil. Set a dry skillet over high heat. When the pan is hot, add the tortillas, 1 at a time, and heat, turning once, until soft, about 5 seconds on each side. Wrap the tortillas in a cotton towel to keep them warm.

4. Melt the butter in the skillet. Mix the eggs with the milk, salt, and pepper and pour into the pan. Cook slowly, stirring, until the eggs are lightly scrambled and still moist. Remove from heat.

5. Place the tortillas in the prepared casserole, overlapping them to cover the entire bottom. Scatter the beans over the tortillas and top with the eggs. Ladle dollops of the chili sauce over the eggs and sprinkle the cheese over all. You can make this dish an hour or so ahead of time up to this point.

6. Place the casserole under the broiler for a few minutes, until the cheese melts and bubbles. Garnish with dollops of salsa, sour cream, and the chopped cilantro and serve immediately on a trivet.



Red Chili Sauce


Katharine Kagel, from Cafe Pasqual’s in Santa Fe, gave me her chili sauce recipe. The long, narrow New Mexico or Hatch chilies are similar to Big Jims, poblano, and Anaheim; use any of them dried for this dish. It is not necessarily true that the heat is in the seeds of peppers. Some are hotter than others, and the seeds just increase the heat.



YIELD: ABOUT 1½ CUPS


15 dried red New Mexico chilies, about 2 packed cups, stemmed, seeded, and rinsed

½ onion, coarsely chopped

2 cloves garlic

1 teaspoon dried oregano

1 teaspoon kosher salt

½ teaspoon ground cumin




1. Place the dried chilies in an enameled or other nonreactive stockpot and cover with about 2 cups water. To keep the chilies submerged, cover them with a plate slightly smaller than the circumference of the pot and soak them until they’re soft, about 20 minutes.

2. When the chilies are fully rehydrated, remove the plate and add the onion, garlic, oregano, salt, and cumin to the pot. Bring the water to a boil over high heat, then reduce the heat to low and simmer, uncovered, for 20 minutes.

3. Drain the contents of the pot, reserving the liquid. Working in batches, place the chilies, onion, and garlic in a blender, filling it about ¾ full. Add about ½ cup of the reserved liquid and blend to a thick, ketchup-like consistency. (You may need to adjust the amount of liquid you add.)

4. When the sauce is thoroughly blended, pass it through a fine-mesh strainer to remove unblended chilies and seeds. The finished chili sauce should be smooth and thick. Repeat until all of the chilies are used. Add more salt to taste.

5. Store the sauce in a plastic container in the refrigerator for up to 4 days or freeze it for up to 2 months. To heat, put the sauce in a nonreactive pan over medium-low heat, stirring frequently to prevent scorching.
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Katharine Kagel

Wild Rice Breakfast Quiche


Minnesotans are very protective of true wild rice. Like many of them, Daniel Biever, who lives in the southwestern part of the state, hopes to rejuvenate local wild foods that used to grow in the Plains. “People don’t know about one of the most degraded ecosystems,” he told me as we drove through northern Minnesota. “All the native foods got turned under by the plow when the Europeans came. When the first settlers arrived in the central part of America, they traded goods and supplies with the Indians for wild plums, wild clammy ground cherries [similar to a cape gooseberry], and other wild foods that the Indians ate. It was food they could have picked themselves.”

In northern Minnesota, Daniel tracked down Indians who harvest beds of natural wild rice that was taken back to Europe by the French as a delicacy three hundred years ago. He sells this hand-harvested and hand-parched wild rice by mail order through his company, Coteau Connoisseur. This recipe that Daniel makes on Sunday mornings for his family is a great way to use leftover wild rice from this stir-fry. Cooked white rice or diced potatoes are good substitutes for the wild rice. Serve the quiche for brunch with fattoush salad, fresh fruit salad, and ginger-cardamom scones. I often make two of these quiches, one with bacon and one with sautéed mushrooms or zucchini.



YIELD: 8 SERVINGS


10 slices turkey bacon or other bacon

One 9- or 10-inch prebaked pie crust

2 teaspoons Dijon mustard

4 large eggs

1 teaspoon Worcestershire sauce

Salt and freshly ground pepper to taste

1 cup milk or light cream

1 cup cooked wild rice

1 cup shredded Swiss cheese

¼ cup minced scallions or green onions

1 tablespoon chopped fresh dill




1. Preheat the oven to 425 degrees.

2. Fry the bacon in a frying pan, drain, and crumble.

3. Brush the bottom of the baked pie crust with the mustard.

4. Break the eggs into a bowl and beat well with the Worcestershire sauce, salt and pepper to taste, and the milk or cream. Fold in the bacon, rice, Swiss cheese, scallions, and dill, mixing well. Pour into the crust.

5. Cover the top of the pie loosely with aluminum foil and bake for 10 minutes. Reduce the heat to 325 degrees and bake for 25–30 more minutes or until a knife comes out clean when inserted into the center. Serve from the pan.



The Real Deal—a Holistic Farmer Who Grows Rhode Island Flint Corn


Here’s another example of a return to regional ingredients, in this case Rhode Island flint corn. “I am a holistic farmer,” Harry Records told me. “Indians grew flint corn, high in starch and low in sugar, before those three boats ever arrived in Plymouth. The Indians used it as barter with the traders.”

Dipping his hands into a barrel of corn kernels, Harry described what makes flint corn unique. It’s not a hybrid (which has been genetically altered), and Harry goes to a lot of trouble to keep it that way. “I take the best of the ears and keep them a mile away from any other corn,” he told me. “That helps keep it pure and to retain its distinctive flavor, different from any other corn on the market.”

He added, “The only way you can legally use the spelling ‘jonnycake’ is if you use Rhode Island white-cap flint corn. If you see the spelling ‘Johnny,’ with an ‘h,’ then you know that southern dent corn is being ground instead. There is a huge difference in the flavor of the two corns.”

According to Harry, few people bothered with flint corn until health foods became popular. “With pure foods, this stuff took off,” said Harry. “I like to think that my flint corn goes from the ground to the griddle.”
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But there’s a little more to it than that. Harry dries his flint corn in a corn crib for a year before he grinds it into meal. He uses a grindstone, which gives the corn its unique texture. (Most corn and flour today are ground with steel rollers.) Flint corn grows slowly, and its yield is less than any other type of corn by almost half. Its individual kernels are bigger, and they come in all white, all yellow, with an occasional red ear.

Like many of the other people in this book, Harry feels a somewhat mystical connection to his calling: his career, chosen late in life, was simply meant to be. “I feel that someone is guiding me,” he said. “Somebody put me into this position to help preserve this old tradition.” As I was leaving, he added, “We’re all either going to wear or rust out.”



Rhode Island Cornmeal Jonnycakes


Some believe that Jonny is a corruption of the Indian name Shawnee; others say that it refers to the durability of these little cornmeal pancakes, which at one time may have been called “journey cakes.” In the last thirty years jonnycakes have almost replaced traditional blinis as an hors d’oeuvre wrapper for smoked salmon or caviar, a trend initiated by Boston chef Jasper White.

Although jonnycakes are strictly a Rhode Island specialty, their popularity spills over to nearby southeastern Massachusetts, and Harry Records (see “The Real Deal”) has even heard that jonnycake meal was used in Tennessee during the Civil War for breading fish. Today, much of Rhode Island’s large Italian population comes to Harry for polenta, a coarser grind using yellow flint corn. Grits, usually made from dent corn, are ground even thicker.

I add an egg and a little baking powder to my jonnycakes, which holds them together and makes them lighter. Any way and any thickness, nothing beats them. Just remember, you cannot hurry jonnycakes. They should cook very slowly.



YIELD: ABOUT 10–12 JONNYCAKES


1 cup jonnycake meal or other stone-ground cornmeal

1 tablespoon sugar

1 teaspoon salt

1½ cups boiling water

1 teaspoon baking powder

1 large egg, lightly beaten

¼ cup milk

Bacon drippings or vegetable shortening

Maple syrup, warmed




1. Sprinkle the jonnycake meal, sugar, and salt into a large mixing bowl.

2. Stir in the boiling water and mix well, working out any lumps. Let sit for a few minutes, until the meal absorbs the liquid and returns to room temperature.

3. Stir in the baking powder, egg, and milk, adding more milk if you want thinner jonnycakes.

4. Heat a griddle over medium-high heat until it sizzles when you test it with a splash of water. Turn the heat down to low, add enough drippings or shortening to coat the pan, and spoon on heaping tablespoons of batter, leaving about 2 inches in between the pancakes to let them spread. Cook slowly, about 6 minutes on the first side, patting them down until brown around the edges. Flip them over and cook another 6 minutes, until golden brown on both sides. Repeat until all the pancakes are cooked. Serve hot on a platter with warm maple syrup.



Four Seasons’ Lemon-Ricotta Poppy Seed Pancakes


When I was growing up, we had pancakes, period, usually made with Aunt Jemima mix. Because breakfast has become a destination meal, creative chefs have put their stamp on the ordinary pancake. The Four Seasons Hotel in New York serves my favorite, made from a recipe developed by former executive chef Susan Weaver. “The recipe had a life of its own,” says Susan, who now works for Lettuce Entertain You Enterprises in Chicago. “In the mid-1980s, when breakfast started to be ‘in,’ we wanted to develop a pancake of the day. We found that ricotta worked very well with lemon. The poppy seeds came later.”



YIELD: 16 PANCAKES


6 large eggs, separated

1½ cups whole-milk ricotta cheese

¼ cup (½ stick) unsalted butter, melted and cooled

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

½ cup all-purpose flour

1 teaspoon baking powder

¼ cup sugar

½ teaspoon salt

Grated zest of 2 large lemons

1 tablespoon poppy seeds

Vegetable oil for frying

Maple syrup, warmed

Berries for garnish




1. Whip the egg whites with an electric mixer until they form firm, glossy peaks.

2. Beat the ricotta, butter, egg yolks, and vanilla together in a large mixing bowl.

3. Mix the flour, baking powder, sugar, salt, lemon zest, and poppy seeds in a medium bowl, using a rubber spatula, then stir them into the ricotta mixture.

4. Fold a large spoonful of the whipped egg whites into the batter and mix, then gently fold in the remainder. Mix gently.

5. Grease a griddle with oil and heat it over high heat until quite hot, then lower the heat. Drop about ¼ cup of batter for each pancake on the griddle, allowing space for them to spread. If you want, flatten each pancake lightly with a greased spatula.

6. Cook until golden and the tops show a couple of bubbles, about 2 minutes. Gently flip them over and cook until the undersides are light brown. Remove to a serving plate and keep warm while you make the rest of the pancakes. Serve with warm maple syrup and top with berries.



Note: This batter needs to be used immediately. While it is unlikely that you will have leftovers, the cooked pancakes can be wrapped in plastic and frozen for up to a month.

Blue Cornmeal Pine Nut Pancakes


I first tasted these pancakes at the Campton Place Hotel in San Francisco, and more recently at the Plaza Restaurant in Santa Fe. This is an example of a recipe that people wrongly attribute to American Indians. Although my friend Ramus Suina of Cochita Puebla grew up picking pine nuts off the local piñon trees, he never ate them in pancakes, much less blue cornmeal pancakes. Regardless of its actual origins, this delicious recipe now evokes the Southwest. You can substitute yellow or white stone-ground cornmeal for the blue.



YIELD: 12 PANCAKES


1¼ cups pine nuts

1 cup all-purpose flour

½ cup blue cornmeal

2 tablespoons sugar

1 teaspoon baking powder

¾ teaspoon salt

2 large eggs

1 cup buttermilk

2 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted

Vegetable oil for frying

Maple syrup, warmed




1. Heat a frying pan over medium-low heat and stir-fry the pine nuts for a few minutes to brown them slightly and release their flavor. They burn easily, so keep shaking them as they cook.

2. Put ¾ cup of the pine nuts in a food processor along with the flour, cornmeal, sugar, baking powder, and salt. Pulse just to blend. Remove to a bowl.

3. Beat together the eggs, buttermilk, and melted butter in a separate bowl. Stir the buttermilk mixture into the dry ingredients and add the remaining pine nuts. Let the batter sit for a half hour.

4. Heat a griddle over medium heat. Pour enough oil onto the griddle to coat the surface. Pour about 1⁄3 cup of the batter into the pan for each pancake, leaving space between.

5. Cook the pancakes until bubbles form on the top surface, about 1–2 minutes. Flip them over and cook for another minute or so or until the bottoms are golden brown.

6. Repeat with the remaining batter, adding a bit more oil to the griddle as needed. Stack the pancakes on a plate as you go along and keep warm in the oven as you cook. Serve immediately with warm maple syrup.



Almost Everything Bagels
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The original bagel, a round yeast roll with a hole in the middle, is cooked in two steps: first by boiling the shaped dough in water, then baking it. Boiling reduces the starch content and gives the bagel its outer sheen.

Retired Los Angeles baker Izzie Cohen taught Nancy Silverton of La Brea Bakery how to make bagels. “Nothing beats a fresh bagel, even if it’s lousy,” Izzie told me as he rolled out bagels in Nancy’s bagel factory. What I like about Izzie’s recipe is that you can make the dough and form the bagels ahead, then refrigerate or freeze them and bake them on weekends for breakfast with a shmear of cream cheese.



YIELD: 16 BAGELS


2 cups lukewarm water

3 tablespoons sugar

5 teaspoons active dry yeast

1 tablespoon salt

3 tablespoons malt powder* (optional)

6½-7 cups high-gluten bread flour Cornmeal for dusting

½ cup roasted white sesame seeds†

½ cup black sesame seeds

2 tablespoons coarse kosher or coarse sea salt

*Some bakers consider malt powder, a derivative of roasted barley, to be the secret ingredient in bagels. It supposedly adds 2 properties to them: it flavors and firms up the dough, and, later, thrown into the boiling water, it helps add a little sheen to the boiled bagel before it is baked. Malt powder can be purchased in some health food stores and online at sites like King Arthur (see Mail-Order Sources).

†To roast sesame seeds, stir-fry them in a nonstick frying pan over medium heat for a few minutes, until they are golden and aromatic.




1. Using an electric mixer fitted with a dough hook, mix together the water, sugar, and yeast on low speed until the yeast dissolves. Add the salt, 2 tablespoons of the malt powder (if using), and 2 cups of the flour, mixing well. Gradually add enough of the remaining flour to make a smooth and relatively firm dough. Let the dough rest in the bowl for 10 minutes, covered with a towel.

2. Turn the dough out onto a floured work surface and shape it into an oblong mass. Divide it in half with a sharp knife or dough cutter, then divide it in half once more. Cut each of these pieces into 4, so that you have 16 pieces. On a wooden countertop or marble slab, flatten 1 of the dough pieces, then roll it up into a short, stubby cigar about 3 inches long. Repeat with the remaining balls. Starting with the first piece you rolled, roll each dough piece under your palm into a 5-inch length. Finally, roll each again, this time to a 7-inch strand. Take 1 of the strands and wrap it around 3 or 4 fingers with the ends overlapping by about 1½ inches. With the dough still wrapped around your fingers, roll it on the table until the overlapping portion is sealed and is the same thickness as the rest of the bagel. Gently remove the doughnut-shaped bagel from your fingers and place on a floured board. Cover while you make the rest.

3. Let the bagels rise for about an hour or until doubled in volume. If you want to wait to cook them, place them on 2 jelly-roll pans dusted with cornmeal and wrap the pans in 2 large plastic bags—kitchen trash bags work well. Refrigerate them if you are going to bake them the next day. Otherwise, put them in the freezer (you will have to defrost them in the refrigerator the night before you bake them). Remove from the refrigerator and let them warm up, for about 1 hour.

4. Preheat the oven to 450 degrees. Line 2 baking sheets with parchment paper and sprinkle with cornmeal.

5. Bring a 5-quart pot with 4 quarts of water to a boil and add the remaining tablespoon of malt powder (if using). Drop 1 bagel into the boiling water, then drop 3 more into the water and boil them for 20–30 seconds, stirring at least once and turning over. Remove them with a slotted spoon and put them on a cooling rack set over a pan to let the water drain. Repeat with the remaining bagels.

6. As soon as they have cooled enough so that you can handle them, dip each bagel into the black and white sesame seeds and the kosher salt. Arrange on the baking sheets. Bake in the oven for 8 minutes, then turn the pans back to front and switch racks. Continue baking for about 8 minutes more or until the bagels are golden brown. Remove them from the oven and cool on racks.




THE BAGEL — THE BOILED AND BAKED ROLL WITH A HOLE

These days, nothing is more American than the bagel. A French toast bagel, advertised in—of all places—Plymouth, Massachusetts, has its dough infused with cinnamon chips and maple syrup before being boiled and baked. The Great American Bagel Company of Chicago advertises an award-winning bagel dipped in pizza sauce and topped with mozzarella cheese. The bagel, which may be green on St. Patrick’s Day, filled with blueberries during the summer, or spicy with jalapeños, is one more example of how American cooks put their stamp on almost everything. Today, bagel bakeries are no longer the province of Jewish bakers, who brought this humble bread to America from Eastern Europe. The New York Times rated Absolute Bagels near Columbia University the best in New York. It happens that the owners are Thai. Bruegger’s Bagels are Swedish, Marx’s Hot Bagels in Cincinnati are German, and H&H Bagels in New York are Puerto Rican. Einstein Brothers Bagels alone boasts bagels topped with spicy nachos and power bagels with peanut butter. Gone is the simple snack food of Eastern Europe, usurped by bagel dogs, bagel chips, bagel pizzas, and now even French toast bagels.




MUFFIN TOPS

In a popular Seinfeld episode, Elaine convinced her old boss, Mr. Lippman, who had gone into the muffin business but was not doing as well as he had hoped, to sell only muffin tops. The muffin tops sold like hotcakes, but Mr. Lippman didn’t know what to do with the unused muffin bottoms. He and Elaine tried to give them to the homeless, but they didn’t want them. In fact, no one wanted them, and Elaine had to hire someone to dispose of the unwanted muffin bottoms. Thankfully those who like muffin tops can now buy muffin-top pans at kitchenware stores. When baking, one muffin top equals one regular muffin.
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Cynthia Gerlach and her muffins

Bottletree Bakery’s Orange, Carrot, Oat, and Bran Muffins


In Oxford, Mississippi, in the early 1990s, there was no place to get a decent cup of coffee or a loaf of bread. So Cynthia Gerlach, a native of Portland, Oregon, who had just graduated from Ole Miss, teamed up with Martha Foose, who had worked at Nancy Silverton’s La Brea Bakery in Los Angeles, and together they opened the Bottletree Bakery.

“The Bottletree is a symbol of my appreciation of southern folk art,” said Cynthia, who was a Southern Studies major at Ole Miss. “In the South, bottles are used essentially like a good-luck charm. The spirit would get caught in the bottle, and you knew your house was safe. Bottles are round, and all our bread is circular, a symbol of life.

“I was twenty-five years old when I started this crazy endeavor,” she said, “but it took off right away. It was something the community needed, a kid-friendly place, a smoke-free environment.” Here is Cynthia’s bran muffin recipe—one that friends in Oxford have wanted for years.



YIELD: 12 MUFFINS


1¾ cups rolled oats

1¼ cups whole-wheat flour

1¼ cups bran

½ cup currants

¾ cup sugar

1½ teaspoons baking soda

1 tablespoon baking powder

½ teaspoon salt

2 large eggs

¾ cup orange juice

1½ cups carrots, grated coarsely in food processor (about 2½ carrots)

1¼ cups buttermilk

3 tablespoons vegetable oil




1. Toss the oats, flour, bran, currants, sugar, baking soda, baking powder, and salt together in a large mixing bowl.

2. Beat the eggs well in another large bowl and fold in the orange juice, grated carrots, buttermilk, and oil.

3. Stir the wet ingredients into the dry until blended. Refrigerate for a few hours or overnight.

4. Preheat the oven to 350 degrees and grease a 12-cup muffin tin. Fill the tins ¾ full with batter, almost to the top, and bake 25–30 minutes or until golden.
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Morning Glory Muffins


Wanting to learn the source of these muffins, I tracked down their creator, Pam McKinstrey, who now lives in Carmel, California. It all started in 1979 on Nantucket’s Old South Wharf when Pam converted a former sandal shop into the Morning Glory Café. Her neighbors, two artists, decorated the interior of the café to look like a barn. There were brightly colored tables with morning glories painted on the legs as well as growing along the split-rail fence.

“What I wanted to do was come up with a café menu that had signature items,” she said. “I kept thinking that when you make a muffin, it isn’t good





























Small World Coffee’s Ginger Scones with Cardamom
































Whole-Wheat Banana Bread with Macadamia Nuts



























Frank Ruta’s White House Doughnuts
































Potica

Iron Range Walnut Coffee Cake






























Chai at Teaism
























Kaldi’s White Chocolate Latte
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THE NEW AMERICAN COOKING

280 RECIPES FULL OF DELECTABLE NEW FLAVORS

FROM AROUND THE WORLD AS WELL AS FRESH WAYS

with oto ravorites  JOAN NATHAN
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